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European Qur'an translations, 1500-1700
Thomas E. Burman
A flawed forerunner1
In 1480-81, a Sicilian Jewish convert to Christianity named Flavius Mithridates (alias Guillelmus Raymundus de Montecathero) translated sūras 21 and 22 of the Qur'an into Latin for Federigo da Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino. They appear side by side with the Arabic text in two columns, accompanied by a commentary in a de luxe manuscript now preserved in the Vatican. We cannot help but see in the visually impressive presentation of Mithridates' edition and translation a nod to the values of humanist scholarship returning ad fontes, which is also to be found in other European -especially Latin -translations of the Qur'an in the early modern period. Indeed three diffferent complete Latin Qur'an translations would appear during this period that presented the text along with elaborate, and remarkably learned, commentary, two of them offfering their readers the Arabic and Latin versions side by side. Moreover, in Mithridates' version we fĳind not a whifff of the typical polemic that shows up so often in conjunction with Qur'ans that circulated in the Latin Westthere is no preface warning readers of the dangers of the text to follow, no marginal notes denouncing the mendacity of Muḥammad, no vicious jabs in the commentary at the bellicosity of Islam. Mithridates' translation may, by its utter lack of polemical apparatus, be seen to anticipate the fact that Qur'an translation in this period was not simply a matter of making Islam's holy book available for Christian fulmination and refutation. Widespread scholarly interest in Semitic languages and popular fascination with the exotic wonders of the East were also powerful incentives for translation, and such a fascination may indeed have given rise to Flavius Mithridates' version. For one thing, it is in fact an execrable 1 The bibliography on the subject of Qur'an translations is substantial and growing apace. It is, therefore, impossible to include anything like a comprehensive listing of relevant works in an article of this length. Readers are urged to turn to the bibliography and notes of the works by Burman, Bobzin, Tommasino, and Hamilton and Richard discussed below where, collectively, a vast range of relevant scholarship is mentioned. See also H. Bobzin, art. 'Translations of the Qurʾān', in Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, Leiden, 2006, v, pp. 340-58. European Qur ' an translations, 1500-1700 translation, evidence that this apparently quite learned man was willing to play the charlatan when he thought no one was looking. On the second page of his edition, for example, he translates the common qur'anic verb nūḥī as the proper name Nūḥ, so that the text at Q 21:7 reads 'we sent before you Noah' (missimus ante te noe) where it should read 'we sent before you none but men whom we inspired'. Errors of this scale show up throughout his translation, and the apparently learned notes are often just as faulty, though this did not prevent the Latin text from being copied into other manuscripts, including another de luxe one. Owners of such a version of the Qur'an were clearly not interested in either real polemic and disputation (which requires at least a modicum of accuracy) or philological study. Produced at the cusp of the 16th century, therefore, Mithridates' version embodies much of the complexity of presentation and motive that characterises early modern European Qur'an translations, whether into Latin or into the vernacular.2
Like some of the other Qur'an translations of this period, moreover, Mithridates' version found only a small audience. Where wide readership is concerned, the period is dominated until the mid-17th century by the fĳirst Latin translation of the Qur'an, Robert of Ketton's 12th-century version, which not only continued to be copied in this period -an expensive Florentine manuscript of it, including a handsome author portrait of Muḥammad, appeared in 15163 -but was also printed (twice) in 
Latin translations
Despite the continual growth of the European vernaculars as scholarly languages throughout this period, Latin remained a central learned language well into the 18th century, so it is not surprising that the Qur'an continued to circulate in, and be translated into, Latin right across these two centuries. Even Mark of Toledo's early-13th-century word-for-word translation, which, though made in Spain, circulated almost entirely in Italy and only on a limited scale, was recopied in the 16th century.5 An abridged Qur'an -Compendium Alchorani based on a lengthy and detailed analytical table of contents written for Robert of Ketton's Latin Qur'an -circulated in a handful of manuscripts from 1537 on, and Johann Albrecht von Widmanstetter arranged for it to be printed in 1543.6 In addition, various scholars tried their hand at making Latin versions of small portions of the qur'anic text. Guillaume Postel left a working draft of a translation of sūras 1-2:140, which he put to use in De orbis terrae concordia.7 In 1617, the Orientalist Thomas Erpenius published a bilingual version of sūra 12 with the Arabic alongside his new Latin translation (comparing the latter with Robert of Ketton's medieval version). In the 1630s, a schoolmaster named Johannes Zechendorfff published Latin European Qur ' an translations, 1500-1700 versions of sūras 67, 78, 101 and 103; Christian Ravius published a bilingual version of sūras 1 and 2 in 1646.8
Still another partial version -and the most substantial of them -circulated in a handful of early-modern manuscripts, though it is of uncertain date and attribution. A note in Spanish in one of the copies reads este Alcorano traduzido por l'obra del Reverendissimo Patriarca de Constantinopoli Cyrillo, and for this reason the translation has been ascribed to the scholarly Greek patriarch, Cyril Lucaris (1572-1638), but it is much more likely that this note means that Lucaris commissioned a translator whose name is unknown.9 Oscar de la Cruz, whose edition of this text is based on two closely related manuscripts, has argued that the text is an incomplete draft (containing sūras 1-3, then 5-30:8, and sūras 104-14) in which some substantial portions appear more than once. He also suggests that the text as we have it seems to be a mixture of the Qur'an proper and a commentary on it based, perhaps, on Arabic commentaries. This is a digital offfprint for restricted use only | © 2014 Koninklijke Brill NV almost certainly a convert from Islam, to make a new Latin translation of the Qur'an.11 Though surviving in only two manuscripts, neither of which preserves its original scholarly apparatus in full, it is certain that Iohannes Gabriel's edition offfered the Arabic original in the fĳirst of four parallel columns stretching across the verso and the recto of the folios open before the reader, with the transliteration of the Arabic into Roman script in the second column. The third column contained his new Latin translation, while in the fourth appeared a set of explanatory notes based directly on mainstream Muslim Qur'an commentators. The Latin version that survives in each manuscript is a reworking of the original text, which had also been corrected and supplemented by another Muslim convert, Leo Africanus. All this makes it nearly impossible to be certain of precisely how the original text read at many points, but there is no doubt that Iohannes Gabriel was consulting qur'anic commentaries as he worked. At Q 2:58, for example, believers are asked to remember when God told the followers of Moses, upon arriving at Jerusalem, to 'enter the gate in prostration, and say, ḥiṭṭatun!' On its own, this last puzzling term means either 'alleviation' or 'humiliation', though the preferred interpretation among Qur'an commentators was derived not from these meanings but from etymology. The root ḥṭṭ means, among other things, 'to take on a burden', and thus this exclamation could mean, al-Ṭabarī observed, 'God has taken over the burden from you of your sins.' Iohannes Gabriel inserted this interpretation directly into the text: Et ingredimini per portam prostrate et dicite: 'Aufer nostras culpas' ('And enter through the gate in prostration and say: "Take away our sins"').
The medieval Qur'an translators Robert of Ketton and Mark of Toledo had likewise turned to Muslim commentators as they worked (Flavius Mithridates quite clearly had not).12 Neither, however, composed a commentary for their Latin Qur'ans like that in Egidio's edition. Surviving only partially in the 17th-century Milan manuscript, this commentary is overwhelmingly philological in its concerns. At Q 2:138, it tells us that the surprising term ṣibgha, 'colour' or 'dye', refers here to 'the baptism of the Christians', a view that conforms to what many commentators say, including al-Zamakhsharī, who is cited explicitly. But these notes do not just explain difffĳicult terms or usages; they also frequently inform us 11 K.K. Starczewska, 'Latin translation of the Qurʾān (1518/1621) commissioned by Egidio da Viterbo. Critical edition and introductory study', Barcelona, 2012 (PhD Diss., Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona).
12 See Burman, Reading the Qurʾān, pp. 36-59. European Qur ' an translations, 1500-1700 about the occasion of revelation -the broader context in which Muslims believed that particular verses were revealed. Q 2:55-56, for example, discusses the people who told Moses that they would not believe him until they saw God plainly, at which point God struck them with a bolt of lightening and then raised them from the dead so that they might be grateful. In explanation of this story, commentators usually cited Islamic traditions relating that, after the Children of Israel had repented of their worship of the Calf, God had ordered Moses to come to him with a group of the Israelites who would apologize to him. So he chose 70 men. But after making their way to the place where they would apologize to God, they spoke the words of the verse -'We will not believe you until we have seen God plainly.' They were then struck by lightening and died, but when Moses wept and besought God, He brought them back to life. Iohannes Gabriel's Latin note presents a concise version of just this event. It is true that there is almost no overt polemic in either this translation itself or the notes that accompany it. Nevertheless -or so I have argued -one cannot help but notice a preoccupation in the notes with the topics typically at issue in Christian attacks on Islam, such as the nature of jihad, the principle of qur'anic abrogation, the supposed biblical prophecies concerning Muḥammad, and the sex life of the Prophet.13 Christian polemic is never far removed from European Qur'an reading throughout this period, as is clear in the two other complete Latin translations.
In the mid-17th century the Observant Franciscan, Dominicus Germanus of Silesia (d. 1670), produced a complete Latin translation of the Qur'an which, though lacking an edition of the Arabic text, did offfer the reader a learned commentary, much as Egidio da Viterbo's Latin Qur'an had. Having travelled widely in the Middle East and learned Arabic, Persian and Turkish, Germanus spent the last 18 years of his life at the royal monastery of El Escorial outside Madrid, much of it working on this translation.14 Dividing the qur'anic text into a long series of passages roughly equivalent in length, he presented these in Latin, each accompanied by a scholium that discussed a range of potential topics -rare words, exotic names, the occasion of revelation -intermixed with polemic and apologetic. As in many other cases, then, Germanus' enormous This is a digital offfprint for restricted use only | © 2014 Koninklijke Brill NV philological effforts served, as he made quite clear in his preface, the goal of attacking Islam and defending Christianity. His translation itself often incorporates material from the qur'anic exegetical tradition, as when he gives us amnis paradiseus ('paradisial river') for the rare word al-kawthar in Q 108:1, a term that Qur'an commentators often explain as 'a river in paradise'. The scholium to this passage goes on to explain the occasion of revelation for this short sūra: 'They say that a male child had been born to Muḥammad, [and] he named him Ibrāhīm', but this child 'died while still an infant'. Muḥammad's enemies, Germanus observes, rejoiced at this, saying, 'Now our Muḥammad despairs, deceived of any hope of posterity, because he begets no male child after this.' This sūra with its gift of a 'paradisial river' was meant to console him. Like his interpolation of the phrase amnis paradiseus, this explanation of the occasion of revelation is based directly on traditions commonly cited in Qur'an commentaries, commentaries that Germanus, like Iohannes Gabriel Terrolensis, often cited by name. This remarkably learned work -like Egidio da Viterbo's Qur'an edition and translation -never made it into print, and the manuscripts in El Escorial and Montpellier that preserve various versions of it (Germanus continued to work on it up to to his death) were largely ignored until the late 19th century. 15 When Germanus died in 1670, the greatest pre-modern European work of qur'anic scholarship, Ludovico Marracci's Alcorani textus universus, was already well under way.16 Like Germanus, Marracci, an Italian priest of the order of the Chierici regolari della Madre di Dio who was also professor of Arabic at La Sapienza University as well as confessor to Pope Innocent XI, divided the text of the Qur'an into manageable sections which he presented to his readers fĳirst in carefully vocalized Arabic, and then in his new Latin translation, followed by a series of notae that address lexical, grammatical and interpretive problems. Like most other Latin Qur'an translators, Marracci often includes material drawn directly from Muslim commentators, usually placing these interpolations in italics or in italics and brackets, but his careful notes generally also supply far more explanatory material. At Q 2:104, for example, where Muslims are forbidden to use the phrase rāʿinā ('watch over us!'), Marracci tells European Qur ' an translations, 1500-1700 us that both rāʿinā and unzhurnā, the term that they were to use instead, 'mean almost the same thing, that is: "watch over us" or "have regard for us".' He then quotes the commentator Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī (fĳirst in Arabic and then in Latin), who makes clear that Jews were derisively greeting Muḥammad with the proscribed term, because in Hebrew it meant 'heckling' or 'flippancy', so God caused it to be forbidden.17 By virtue of its extensive notes on the text throughout, Marracci's enormous edition provided his European readers with the Qur'an accompanied, as Alexander Bevilacqua has recently observed, by much of its 'traditional Sunnī interpretation '.18 As Roberto Tottolli demonstrates in a forthcoming article, moreover, an astonishing group of manuscripts, including working drafts of Marracci's translation and Arabic commentaries that he made use of, survives to this day in the library of his order. While this corpus of materials has only recently come to light, and merits extensive examination, it already seems likely that Marracci's claim that he translated the Qur'an four diffferent times is correct, since among these materials are four separate versions of the translation as he worked on it. Furthermore, there is remarkable evidence here that Marracci initially used the commentary of the Andalusī Ibn Abī Zamānīn as the basis for his translation. Among his manuscripts is a copy in Maghribī script of this commentary, so widely influential in Iberia (only the fourth known manuscript, by the way). From this manuscript, Marracci made his own two-volume copy, setting out the fĳirst version of his Latin translation in the margins. This cache of manuscripts is by far the richest body of evidence from the pre-modern period of how a European scholar read and translated Islam's holy bookvery likely one of the richest bodies of evidence relating to pre-modern translation of any kind -and it awaits comprehensive examination.19
Marracci's Alcorani textus universus is, without doubt, a monumental scholarly achievement, but just as polemical motives intermixed with philological concerns in the work of both Iohannes Gabriel Terrolensis and Germanus of Silesia, so Marracci's careful consultation of Qur'an commentaries was of a piece with defending Christianity and attacking 23 Formisano, 'La più antica (?) traduzione', p. 662. See the manuscript descriptions cited in n. 5 above. European Qur ' an translations, 1500-1700
The earliest vernacular version surviving in its entirety is Alcorano di Macometto published by Andrea Arrivabene in Venice in 1547.24 Though the title page advertises that the volume contains the teaching, life, customs and laws of Muḥammad tradotto nuouamente dall'Arabo in lingua Italiana, Arabists such as Joseph Scaliger soon realised that what was on offfer here was an Italian translation of Robert of Ketton's Latin version, which had been printed only four years previously. As was the case with many manuscripts of Robert's translation as well as that printed edition, Arrivabene presented his Italianized version together with most of the other works translated in the 12th century under Peter the Venerable's auspices. In his recent and richly detailed study of Arrivabene's Italian Qur'an and its historical and cultural context, Pier Mattia Tommasino has argued that this work, which appeared in three slightly diffferent versions, was not only part of its publisher's well-known programme of publishing the works of heterodox thinkers, but also reflects Arrivabene's consistent interest in translating and publishing works of ancient and contemporary history. Moreover, Tommasino argues, 'it is not only a book of anti-Islamic polemic based on old medieval sources', but also 'a volume of historical, religious, political, and ethnographic information meant for a variety of readers', and, indeed, reflects an anti-Habsburg and philo-Ottoman agenda. He has, moreover, also advanced a detailed argument suggesting that the translator employed by Arrivabene -who clearly did not do this work himself -was one Giovanni Battista Castrodardo, a translator of historical works and commentator on Dante. Since du Ryer was working directly from that Arabic original, however, and because he was an energetic collector of Arabic manuscripts, including many copies of Qur'an commentaries, we should not be surprised that, like most Latin translators, he was consulting such commentaries as he translated. His collection included the widely influential 15th-century Tafsīr al-Jalālayn by Jalāl al-Dīn al-Maḥallī and Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī, the Tafsīr al-kabīr of al-Rāzī, and al-Bayḍāwī's Anwār al-tanzīl wa-asrār al-ta ʾwīl, among others, and his translation is shaped by his knowledge of them. At Q 4:157, where Jesus' crucifĳixion is described, and the commentators typically explain that the man who was crucifĳied in his place actually looked like Jesus, du Ryer's French version helpfully includes this extra-qur'anic information, saying of Jesus: 'Certainement ils ne l'ont pas tué, ny crucifĳié, ils ont crucifĳié un d'entr'eux qui luy ressembloit.' In this and many other cases, du Ryer provides his reader with no indication that his translation has been influenced by a qur'anic commentator, though he repeatedly suggests in marginal notes that such commentators be consulted. Near the beginning of the sūra, for example, we are urged to 'Voy l'explication de Gelaldin' (i.e. Tafsīr al-Jalālayn), a commentary he recommends repeatedly, though he also from time to time refers his readers to others, such as al-Bayḍāwī. While it is not clear how useful such references would be to the French readership that he had in mindnone of the commentaries existed in French (or even Latin) translation, and only a few European institutions and individuals (such as du Ryer) actually possessed copies of them -Hamilton and Francis are entirely right to observe that du Ryer's L'Alcoran de Mahomet was the fĳirst European work to make a broad, non-specialist audience aware of the huge Muslim tradition of commentary that surrounded the qur'anic text.31
As a well-informed, elegantly written, and frequently reprinted version of the Qur'an, it is not surprising that du Ryer's L'Alcoran de Mahomet was soon put into other languages -indeed almost immediately. In 1649, an anonymous English version, often, and wrongly, attributed to Alexander Ross, appeared. It follows the French closely, even maintaining du Ryer's marginal references to Qur'an commentaries ('See the explication of Gelaldin'), and found a sizeable readership. It was printed twice in 1649 and then again in 1688, and was included in the multi-volume work, 
Concluding observations
Translation of all kinds has been and remains a remarkably understudied aspect of the human experience, despite all the interest that the new discipline of Translation Studies has generated. Though scholars in the last two decades have produced some remarkable works focusing on the Qur'an translations under discussion here, these effforts have in many ways only scratched the surface of a densely rich soil of compelling evidence. I noted above that the newly discovered cache of manuscripts relating to Marracci's edition and translation awaits serious study, but the same is true of other codices at El Escorial connected to Germanus of Silesia's work. While an edition of that translation has appeared,34 moreover, it does not include the scholia that follow each section of his Latin Qur'an. An edition of Egidio da Viterbo's edition and translation that is currently under way likewise does not include the notes which, as in Germanus' case, depend so heavily on Arabic Qur'an commentaries. A great deal of work needs to be done, therefore, in clarifying the approaches to Qur'an reading and the methods of translation and commentary that we fĳind in these Latin translations, and much the same could be said for the vernacular versions. Recent scholarship has, however, provided excellent models for taking up such study. The works of Bobzin, Hamilton and Richard, and Tommasino offfer sophisticated, thickly described, accounts of the place of Qur'an translation in the intellectual and cultural worlds of early modern Europe. One feature of all this work is that, while detailed analysis of translation method is hardly absent -and indeed is often essential to these works and of very high quality -the tired question of whether a particular version is a 'good' translation or not has largely been left behind in favour of far more useful and interesting analyses of why such translations were being undertaken in the fĳirst place, of how this activity fĳits with other cultural and intellectual currents, and of what other goals such translations serve besides making Islam's holy book available in new linguistic forms. A good starting point for all future scholarship is to bear in mind -as it too often is notthat communicating in language is the most sophisticated act in which humans engage, and that translating from one language to another is, therefore, not only a phenomenon that, quite literally, still eludes all systematic description or theorization, but an event of such complexity that it implicates every aspect of the human personality and the human community. It cannot, therefore, be usefully understood under a single frame of analysis or presumed to shed light on only a narrow dimension of the human character, especially when -as in the translations at issue hereit involves one of the most studied and revered texts in human history.
